Thus, one hypothesis proposed here is that Lipsius's prudence is rather eclectic and quite ambiguous and the first aim of this study is to analyse its definition in detail, with special attention to the tension between practical and theoretical wisdom. To emphasise Lipsius's ambiguity, no difference will be made between the terms prudence and practical wisdom; they will be used interchangeably. The term practical wisdom employed instead of prudence could indeed help eliminate the emphasis on caution and self-referential care, the so-called 'devolution' or 'demise' of the concept of prudence, 8 censured by scholars nowadays. Such a view, that makes prudence just self-protective, preferring safety to change, 9 is certainly far removed from prudence as Lipsius or his sources, Aristotle, Cicero, Tacitus or even Machiavelli had conceived it. Then, there are differences between prudence as defined by Cicero and by other Latin authors, and prudence or practical wisdom as defined by Aristotle. 10 However, Lipsius used the term prudence and, while using it, he often cited Aristotle in the margin and retained many notes of the Aristotelian concept of practical wisdom. At the same time, he used the term prudence also according to the definitions in his other sources such as Cicero, Tacitus or Polybius.
Lipsius seems to have been indeed eclectic both in the Monita and in the Politica, which should not necessarily surprise us, but it is surprising though that his concept of prudence apparently does not retain too much of the Stoic concept of virtue. An even more striking feature of Lipsius's prudence is that in general it is not defined as a virtue anymore, and that creates even more ambiguity. At any rate, Lipsius is very vague in this respect and even if in the Politica he sometimes still defines prudence as a virtue, 11 in the Monita he clearly separates them, 12 a situation that seems, at first sight, to strengthen the influence of Machiavelli in Lipsius. One may also consider this to be just a lack of systematic approach, acknowledged by the author himself elsewhere, in the Politica, due to the difficulty of defining prudence. 13 Or the situation may be caused simply by an arbitrary combination of definitions that are not necessarily consistent with each other due
